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{Guest Editor’s Note}

Connecting learning to the real world
Every fall edition of Madison doubles as the university’s seasonal update to
its community and annual new student recruitment publication. This issue
includes a Guest Editor’s Note by Carol Geary Schneider, president of the
Association of American Colleges and Universities. It is an honor for Madison
to carry her timely and important message for all audiences.
t takes only a moment’s reflection to
realize how extraordinarily complex
our world has become. Whether
as students in college, alumni in
the workplace, or citizens of a great
democracy, we all are constantly
confronted by far-reaching global developments and the daunting effects of unremitting change. The technological revolution
continues apace; the global community
becomes ever more interconnected; environmental sustainability is increasingly
endangered; new global pandemics arise,
recede and reemerge. We are keenly aware
of the cultural, religious and political turbulence that shapes our lives. And, as democratic citizens, we recognize the importance
of the continuing struggles, in this country
and in many parts of the world, to create
just communities in which everyone is recognized and everyone has a voice.
The association I lead — the Association of American Colleges and Universities
— includes James Madison University as a
valued and long-standing member. We’ve
been grappling for some time with the
role that higher education should play in
preparing graduates to thrive in the face of
these complexities. AAC&U’s 1,300 member universities and colleges are convinced
that the answer lies in liberal education.
A liberal education does not — and cannot — provide definitive answers to life’s

‘If you’re unfamiliar
with the term ‘liberal
education,’ it has
nothing to do with
contemporary politics.’
(Learn more on Page 7)
— Jonathan R. Alger
President, James Madison University

big questions. But a liberal education does
give students the mental discipline and
the moral confidence to develop their own
best answers in contexts of uncertainty and
change. Framed as a combination of bigpicture thinking and real-world application,

‘… we all are constantly
confronted by farreaching global
developments and the
daunting effects of
unremitting change.’
liberal education for the 21st century should
prepare every student, as JMU urges, to “be
the change.” A liberal education prepares
students to think through their own ethical
responsibilities, as we all work toward change
for the greater good. As JMU President Jonathan Alger says, “A community that combines a commitment to learning with a conviction that all humans are interconnected
has the potential to solve any issue.”
In a 2013 national survey, AAC&U
asked employers to respond to the following definition of liberal education: “This
approach to a college education provides
both broad knowledge in a variety of areas
of study and knowledge in a specific major
or field of interest. It also helps students
develop a sense of social responsibility, as
well as intellectual and practical skills that
span all areas of study, such as communication, analytical and problem-solving
skills, and a demonstrated ability to apply
knowledge and skills in real-world settings.”
Seventy-four percent of employers said they
would recommend this kind of education
to their own child or to a young person
they know. And this is exactly the kind of
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education that JMU provides its students.
Please take note that AAC&U did
not define liberal education in terms of
selected majors or general education.
Rather, we share JMU’s view that students
in all educational programs and majors
should focus on a set of cross-cutting
learning outcomes that are absolutely
essential for work, life and citizenship:
1. broad knowledge of human cultures
and the physical and natural world;
2. high-quality intellectual and practical
skills, including inquiry and analysis,
critical and creative thinking, written
and oral communication, quantitative
and information literacy, teamwork
and problem solving;
3. personal and social responsibility
with a strong emphasis on ethics; and
4. the demonstrated ability to integrate
and apply learning to new settings
and complex problems.
Liberal education has been valued over
the millennia because it focuses on the
fundamentals — big-picture knowledge,
high-quality intellectual skills and social
responsibility — and because it creatively
connects these fundamentals with the needs
and concerns of an ever-changing world.
JMU was an early leader in recognizing that
liberal education for the 21st century must
adapt to prepare all students to succeed
in a global economy, join with others in
pursuing the common good, and deal
responsibly and effectively with unscripted
problems. JMU has become a national
exemplar in connecting liberal learning
with the challenges and change that define
our shared world.
— Carol Geary Schneider
President, Association of American Colleges
and Universities
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